
Figure 1.  Snowpack 2003-2004 in 

Alaska.

A Year For the Record Books:

Wildfires burned 6.7 million acres in interior Alaska boreal forests and 

tundra from June-September 2004.  This is the largest single-year 

acreage on record, surpassing 1957 when 5 million acres burned.  

Season predictions based on snowpack and other season indicators did 

not suggest that 2004 would be a ñbigò fire year. The spring was actually 

moderate, with heavy spring rains in May, and the snowpack was 

average or slightly above average (Fig. 1).  The weather pattern in 

June, however set up hot and dry over the entire state.   

Impacts of the Fire Season:

The fires also caused tremendous smoke impact Alaskan cities and 

towns.  Air quality in interior and northeast Alaska was considered 

unhealthy or hazardous for 52 days this season.  Fairbanksans were 

exposed to extreme levels of carbon monoxide (as high as 10 ppm) 

and smoke particulates (PM2.5) in excess of 1000 mcg/m3, over eight 

times the previously recorded high from wildfire. Even indoors, 

borough air quality specialists observed ñhazardousò levels of smoke 

particulates at >300 mcg/m3 over a 24 hour period. Low visibility 

grounded air tankers and helicopters, closed airports, restricted 

grocery and medical services to many Alaskan towns, and all but shut 

down such tourism industries as flightseeing, fly-in fishing, and remote 

lodges.  

On the other hand, in hard-hit areas almost anyone who wanted a job 

could get work supporting the firefighting effort. At one point during the 

summer, over 2,700 personnel were assigned to fires in Alaska. 

Firefighting resources from 46 states and 3 Canadian provinces 

worked in Alaska this summer including 44 hotshot crews from the 

continental United States. It is a credit to everyone in the firefighting 

effort that only 17 residential structures were lost and there were no 

fatalities or critical injuries.

Weather Phenomenon:

In fact, record warm and dry weather 

prevailed statewide from June through 

August.  It was the warmest summer on 

record for Nome, Fairbanks, Anchorage, 

Valdez, Juneau and King Salmon.  Heat 

often brings convection ïlightning!ðand 

record lightning days were recorded in June, 

July and August.   June 14-15 combined saw 

17,000 lightning strikes, which started 47 

fires. The number of lightning strikes was 

phenomenal, 147,600 strikes was three 

times the previous record (Fig. 2).  Having a 

number of fires burning in June, however, is 

a normal condition in Alaska boreal forests.  

What was different is that the usual mid-July 

through August rains did not come (Fig. 3).  

As live moss and duff continued to dry under 

the midnight sun, fires grew larger and larger 

(Fig. 4 and 5). Strong winds combined with 

drought conditions caused fires, like the 

Boundary Fire, to gain almost 200,000 acres 

in just a few days.

Figure 4 and 5:  Augustðnormally cool 

and rainy (Above, 1977) but sweltering 

under a high pressure anomaly in 2004.
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Figure 3.  Driest summer in over 25 years.
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Figure 2:  Highest number of lightning strikes 

recorded in 2004.
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